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“We are at any moment the sum of all our moments” 
–A. A. Mendilow1 
 
“In talking about the past we lie with every breath we draw.”  
–William Maxwell2 
Introduction 
A perfect emic understanding3 of an individual or community other than 
oneself is impossible; we must nevertheless strive to understand communities 
on their own terms. Crucial to that is an understanding of a community’s 
identity; if we are to know them, we must attempt to know how they know 
themselves. A major ingredient in a community’s identity lies in their 
understanding of the past, and that is where this paper will concern itself. 
We are often unaware of the residue of the past, of the centuries of 
tradition that underlie our actions and our perceptions. The mixing of time 
goes unnoticed in our daily lives, only occasionally thrust to the surface when 
we learn some new aspect of history that resounds in our own present lives 
(Lowenthal, 1985, p. 185). These mostly unconscious, sometimes conscious, 
implants of the past play a significant role in the construction and maintenance 
of identity. 
Before proceeding allow me to lay out some definitions. Terms like 
memory, heritage, history, relics, and identity are used quite loosely by several 
                                                             
1 Mendilow, 1952, p. 223. 
2 Maxwell, 1980, p. 29 cited in Lowenthal, 1985.  
3 I.e. An understanding of cultural representation from the point of view of a native of the 
culture. 
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different disciplines within the social sciences. For clarity, I will provide 
working definitions here. For this paper, I consider ‘identity’ to be what an 
individual or community believes about themselves, what role and 
characteristics they ascribe to, and consider as distinguishing them from 
others. Identity making is therefore situated within a view to the internal and 
the external, and is oft preoccupied with difference making, boundary 
definition, and comparison. 
I borrow my definitions for ‘memory’, ‘history’, and ‘relics’ from David 
Lowenthal’s foundational 1985 article, ‘The Past is a Foreign Country’. 
Memory, history, and relics are all means to access information about the past. 
Relic is the simplest to define. By relic, I mean any physical space or object that 
is considered a remainder of past human significance. This includes places, 
landscapes, and artefacts, such as the Great Wall of China, an arrowhead from 
rural New York, and your grandmother’s rocking chair. Relics are largely the 
domain of archaeologists. 
Lowenthal’s definition of memory is slightly different than what is 
more commonly used in discussions of collective identity. In the 1920s, 
sociologist Maurice Halbwachs and art historian Aby Warburg independently 
developed concepts of cultural memory, in contrast to earlier ideas of 
racial/biological memory, as a way to explain the continuation of cultural 
uniqueness through time (Assmann & Czaplicka, 1995, p. 125). This is how 
‘memory’ is usually considered, and while Lowenthal and I would agree with 
that foundation, we use a different definition for memory. My working 
definition of memory holds that it is deeply personal, bound into thoughts and 
inner monologue. It begins early in life, is patchy, filled with falsehood, and 
barring ill-health cutting it earlier, memory ends with death. While we can tell 
one another about our memories, we can never experience another’s 
memories as they can. Memories are locked within us and “we could no more 
share a memory than share a pain” (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 195). Studying 
memory is typically within the field of psychologists. 
The final way of knowing the past is through history. Following 
Lowenthal, I break from the common definition of history as text; in this 
operating understanding, history is information about the past that is 
recorded and shared. Therefore is includes traditional history in an academic 
vein via Herodotus’s tradition, but it also includes oral history, and the 
collective memory discussed above. If memory is exclusive to the individual, 
history is exclusive to the community. History is made through 
communication, be it writing, reading, speaking, swapping stories, or 
comparing sources. Within academia this is primarily the domain of history 
departments, but many non-academics engage in the composition of history 
as well. 
‘Heritage’ is often vaguely synonymous for history, the only clue might 
be that it usually refers to either the “heritage industry” or conjures to mind 
visions of small government offices intended to distribute event and historical 
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information to residents and tourists. This is key. Heritage is a contemporary 
commodity which, like history, is purposefully created, however heritage is 
packaged with the intent to market, and often sell, the past (Ashworth, 1994, 
p. 16). Thus the heritage industry is in the business of commoditizing the past. 
Heritage is a version of the past which is experienced and felt in the present; a 
typical example is paying to enter a museum and connect with the past 
through the relics and interpretations offered there. 
What follows in this section is an overview of the positions currently 
presented in scholarly literature in regards to the connections between 
identity and the past. First a discussion of identity, how it is made, and the role 
of the past in its composition. Following that, information on the present 
experience with the past, how the past is known, understood, and how history 
is written. The next subsection addresses that history is not an accident, but 
written for a purpose in the present. Following that, I address how relics often 
play a unique and potent role in the composition of history, especially when 
used for identity making. Several authors have discussed how history is often 
employed to make an authorized version of heritage, using a certain version 
of history, usually aided by relics to serve in the present. I will address these 
authorized heritage discourses before closing the section by relating these 
dialogues on the past and identity to the site of Ingapirca Ecuador, and how 
the site is an interesting study to highlight certain gaps in the current scholarly 
literature. 
While progressing through the paper, I will argue that identity and the 
past are invented and imagined. As a result, identity and the past can also be 
presented or manipulated to express certain positions, narratives etc. which 
may be beneficial to some and harmful to others. As a result, certain 
presentations of the past often serve the dominant forces in a given society, 
and I propose that more space must be made for contesting versions of the 
past. 
Identity is Socially Constructed 
The term identity as we know it in the literature today, namely as the self-
image of an individual or group, did not emerge until the 1950s (Gleason, 
1983, p. 913).  Psychologists began to use ‘identity’ in ways that are familiar to 
us now, and soon it was thoroughly discussed. Erik Erikson would later coin 
the term “identity crisis” and by the 1970s it was practically a cliché (Gleason, 
1983, pp. 913–914). In the 1960s there was disagreement between 
psychologists like Erikson, who saw identity as something deeply rooted in the 
unconscious psyche and thus inherent to an individual; and sociologists who 
saw identity through role theory as an individual self-identifying with a 
moniker, or designation, and then internalizing the role requirements of that 
designation (Gleason, 1983, p. 918). I will be considering identity in a similar 
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way as these sociologists; 4 that an individual’s identity is not removed from 
the collective(s) within which they belong. 
Individual identity and collective identity are intimately linked; each 
builds the other (Gleason, 1983, p. 914). The individual self-identifies with a 
designation – of which there are a limitless variety, such as family name, 
nationality, race, taste in music, or even where one sits in a high school 
cafeteria – and considering themselves to belong to this designation. The 
individual adopts the group’s practices, or vice versa, considering themselves 
to already possess the necessary traits and practices the individual begins to 
ascribe to the designation. In the same way, if the group recognizes the 
individual as belonging, then the collective will socialize the individual by 
teaching them the acceptable behaviour of the group (who we are, what we 
do, what is unacceptable behaviour and so on). We learn most of these rules 
as infants via socialization and when older, through acculturation. Groups and 
individuals can also impose boundaries on each other via expectations and 
stereotypes. Variation from these expectations frequently leads to the denial 
of the collective identity; for example, someone who wears glasses and plays 
chess cannot also be good at basketball, either the collective they were 
originally placed within or the boundary between two collectives must be 
revaluated.  
Although, all collectives are composed of individual actors who are 
capable of attempting to change the boundaries and definitions of the 
collective identity, change only can occur when enough, or the right, 
individual(s) will it. Therefore, one cannot fully know who they are without 
knowing the groups which they belong to, and the boundaries and definitions 
of those groups are in turn established by individuals from within and without. 
Furthermore, individuals do not belong to only one collective identity. 
They belong to very many collectives at different sizes and scales which all 
interact in complex forms. Some groups are subsets of other groups, some 
overlap, some may even be contradictory. Whether this is to say that one 
individual possesses several identities, or one identity made of several pieces 
I am not sure, and is functionally irrelevant for my purposes. These groups will 
contribute different pieces to an individual’s self-identity and self-image 
(Assmann & Czaplicka, 1995, p. 127). Many factors can determine the 
boundaries and definitions of different identities but the past is one of the 
most significant components. 
Identity is Made from the Past 
“Knowledge of the past is widely viewed as a crucial ingredient in the 
construction of identity” (Wertsch, 1997, p. 5). Scholars from several 
                                                             
4 Notably, Peter L. Berger, Nelson N. Foote, and Erving Goffman. 
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disciplines in the social sciences concur that the past shapes the identity in the 
present (Assmann & Czaplicka, 1995; Halbwachs, 1992; Lowenthal, 1985; 
McDowell, 2008; Silverman, 2009). We should pause to notice the other parts 
of the above statement, namely: knowledge of the past. It is not the past itself 
that constructs identity, but knowledge fixed in the present, about the past. 
Consider this in light of the often differing accounts of the past between 
historians, or between eye witnesses, or bickering relatives, and bear this in 
mind for the section below titled ‘Invented History’.  The other noteworthy 
piece of the above statement is the naming of the past as an ingredient in the 
creation of identity, the focus of this work but only one part amongst many.  
 The conclusion behind the past’s role in the construction of identity is 
that knowledge of who one was earlier in life, or the knowledge of what one’s 
community5 was like in the past, serves as a reference for comparison to the 
present. 
“The past is integral to our sense of identity; ‘the sureness of “I 
was” is a necessary component of the sureness of “I am”‘. Ability 
to recall and identify with our past gives existence meaning, 
purpose, and value.” (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 41) 
The present self is found in comparison to the past self, either as an individual 
comparing to their own life through memory, whether it be first or second 
hand; or as a collective comparing to itself via the memories of individuals, or 
through history. This comparison, whether it is seen positively, negatively, or 
with any other quality, forms the boundaries and definitions of the collective 
identity that individuals ascribe to. For example, knowledge of the past tells 
hypothetical New Yorkers, ‘my family came from Italy’ or ‘my family came 
from Ireland’ which bestows (should the individual ascribe to that category) 
an identity as Italian American, or Irish American, to go along with their 
existing identity as American, and New Yorker. If they haven’t already, we can 
expect our hypothetical New Yorkers to learn the associated practices which 
are understood to be the behaviour of Irish or Italian Americans in conjunction 
with existing aspects of their identities. The other categories of New Yorker or 
American are of course also established in part via the past. 
 As argued above, individual identity and collective identity interact and 
construct each other; this is true not just for identity, but for memory as well. 
Memory is exclusively possessed by the individual and cannot be relayed 
without modification, in both the telling and hearing as discussed above, 
however, memory does require the community for confirmation of validity 
(Halbwachs, 1992, pp. 41–43; Lowenthal, 1985, p. 196). When individual 
memories are contradicted, it is memory, now considered false and no longer 
                                                             
5 Or a community that is considered formative even if it itself is now gone, consider Ancient 
Greece for the thinkers of the Renaissance.  
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trusted, which most often fades or is modified (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 200). And 
of course, we must rely on others for our first memories of ourselves 
(Lowenthal, 1985, p. 196). Individuals rely upon the community for 
confirmation of the truth of our own pasts. Both remembering and forgetting 
are constructed socially in this way (Urry, 1995, p. 50).  
The community finds its identity in the past much as an individual 
might. By accessing and reassessing its past, a group can maintain or revise its 
identity. The past is used to perpetuate collective self-awareness and sustain 
corporate identity (Lowenthal, 1985, pp. 198, 213). It is a commonly held 
image of the past, which fosters group unity and group peculiarity (Assmann 
& Czaplicka, 1995, p. 127). In nearly the same way as the individual, the group 
looks to its past and sees what it considers itself to have been, confirms its own 
existence, and crafts its boundaries and definitions, through comparison to 
that past. This process, much as it is for the individual, can be done 
unconsciously or consciously, but as performed by a group of people, is always 
done socially. The construction of identity from the past6 relies upon the 
creation of narrative, the past must be understood so that it can be interpreted 
and serve in the present. 
The Past is Made from Certain Points 
Both memory and history can only work from specific points, from key events. 
Brief moments in time that are consciously or unconsciously preserved as 
significant and worthy of preservation (Assmann & Czaplicka, 1995, p. 129). 
These points are often treated with the metaphor of islands, islands in time in 
a confused landscape, a foggy sea of the lost past (Assmann & Czaplicka, 1995, 
p. 129; Lowenthal, 1985, p. 206). This is a direct result of the inescapable 
incompleteness of the past. History is always only partial, it is too immense to 
record everything, and memory is always incomplete, the mind cannot hold it 
all (Lowenthal, 1985). In order to convey the past, key points must be taken, 
                                                             
6 The past is not the only factor that contributes to the construction of identity, though it is 
the focus of this research. To continue our earlier example of the New Yorkers, their identity 
as Americans, is produced in part by a narrative which they understand to be the history of 
the United States. That narrative tells them that in 1776 a group of men, called colloquially, 
‘founding fathers’ rebelled against England, and via a long chain of cause and effect, our two 
New Yorkers believe themselves to hold a set of values in common with these ancestor 
founder figures, and this is what makes them belong to the category of ‘American’. However, 
the past is not the only factor to construct their identities. Their identity as New Yorkers, 
while influenced by the past, is built in part through comparison to other groups. Our New 
Yorkers know they are New Yorkers because they are different than people from Chicago or 
New Jersey. They place boundaries on what makes someone Chicagoan and on New Yorker in 
this way, and identify themselves through contrast. The past, and comparisons in the present 
are two, but not the only, forces of identity construction. 
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and in order to understand the past these points must be made into a narrative 
(Lowenthal, 1985, pp. 223–224). 
 Forming historical events into a narrative inevitably changes the 
telling, as history is crafted into a story (Lowenthal, 1985, pp. 209, 216). The 
narrative is constructed as a cause and effect chain, leading cleanly from past 
to present. But this does not capture the flow of time, only a series of events 
(Lowenthal, 1985, p. 221). Furthermore, these narratives are always 
composed with the benefit of hindsight, for those in the moment, their actions 
do not appear in a clean chain descending and rising through time (Lowenthal, 
1985, p. 218). Most significantly, composing a narrative, telling a story about 
the past that creates a cause and effect chain, is to select one thread of history. 
One past is selected to lead to one present; all the possible other pasts, where 
different islands could be selected as more significant, or containing different 
islands altogether, they are dismissed (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 223). 
Invented Histories 
As mentioned previously, knowledge of the past is always incomplete. The 
sheer immensity of the past makes its partial nature inevitable. The perfect 
autobiographer could be recording every instant of their life and fail to capture 
it all. We may know who won a battle, or where and when it happened, but the 
names of all the soldiers who lived, who died, who ran? We can never know it 
all. Nor can we ever know how it felt. We may imagine all we like, but our 
knowledge of the present is inescapable (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 218). History 
only recovers a small piece of the past, and even this, imperfectly (Lowenthal, 
1985, p. 214). The past is gone, it is fleeting, and once it is gone no fact of the 
past can be proven; we only possess present evidence of past experience, be 
that memory or text or story (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 187). History is doomed to 
be semi-fictional guesswork (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 211). “Not a portrait of the 
past, but a story about the past” (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 215). 
The fictional aspects of knowledge of the past are written, invented, 
rewritten, and reinvented, not fixed, but fluid (Martin, 2013, p. 1). It requires 
the selection, the forgetting, or the invention, of different “islands in time” and 
the meaning attributed to those islands in order to construct a narrative of 
history. We have already discussed that forming the past into narrative 
changes the memory. 
However, the “factual,” “true” past is usually irrelevant. What an 
individual or group believes to be true is what will form their identity and 
guide their actions. Quite often, symbolic and serviceable will be chosen and 
believed over what is factually faithful (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 228). And as the 
past is fluid, certain tellings of the past are replaced with others; a myth is just 
a past that is no longer valid (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 211). What a community 
believes their own past to be is far more relevant to understanding that 
community’s self-identity than so called “true history”. 
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Interpretations of the Past Serve the Present 
We have already seen that the past cannot be known if removed from the 
knowledge of the present (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 209). The historian always 
benefits from hindsight (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 218). Stories of the past are 
actually composed specifically to serve present needs, whether consciously or 
unconsciously.  
 Knowledge of the past is often related to contemporary situations 
(Assmann & Czaplicka, 1995, p. 130). This is easy to imagine when we consider 
the past as allegory, like Pyrrhus and Rome; John F. Kennedy wanted every US 
military officer to read ‘The Guns of August’ by Barbara W. Tuchman, and it 
was the lessons therein about rapid escalation that ran in his mind during the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. We frequently reach to the past to teach us in the present, 
and the past is malleable to our present needs (McDowell, 2008, p. 49). Certain 
elements can be and have changed through the collective action of forgetting 
or remembering/imagining. The past is frequently chosen to fit within, serve, 
or make sense of the present, deliberately and for political reasons (McDowell, 
2008, pp. 42–49).  
The co-opting of history for the service of the present, particularly for 
political reasons, can be observed across cultures and times (D’Altroy, 2015, 
p. 251; El-Haj, 2001; Kohn, 2002; Powers, 2004; Salomon, 1998, 2002; Yang, 
1965). Let’s consider one of these pieces as an example. In Frank Salomon’s 
2002 paper ‘Unethnic Ethnohistory’ he encounters Rojas Alberco, a local 
historian in highland Peru, who possesses a collection of colonial court 
documents. Alberco has interpreted these documents as well as local oral 
history and concluded that he and his contemporaries are distinct from the 
pre-Columbian peoples of the region. The pre-Columbian dead are in fact not 
their ancestors, as historians and archaeologists tell us, but rather they are a 
separate people who committed suicide under colonial oppression and willed 
the land to the current occupants. By reading the past in this way, using 
sources like any other historian, Alberco has created a version of history 
where his people are both the rightful owners of the land, but do not belong to 
an indigenous identity, which can be very disempowering in Peru. Academic 
history is more formalized but operates in the same way, sources are 
considered to create a plausible narrative which supports certain aims in the 
present. Using the past to serve the present is a normal and regular part of all 
knowledge of the past; the inescapability of hindsight ensures that the past is 
constructed from the present, not vice versa (Urry, 1995, p. 48) 
The Unique Position of Relics 
Amongst the means for accessing information about the past, relics stand out. 
While historical texts are physical and can be touched and moved, they are just 
modern containers for information about the past; relics, be they places or 
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artefacts, are the only physical avatars of the past. Unlike memory, relics are 
existentially concrete, worn away by physical erosion, rather than from death 
and forgetting. Relics are emotionally evocative, the only means to the past 
that can be experienced with the senses (Lowenthal, 1985, pp. 245–247). The 
tangible quality of relics speak to people, they are potent capsules of meaning 
making — very few will travel across the world to marvel at a book about the 
pyramids. 
 The inspirational potential of relics, capable of affecting the most 
scholarly – or not – of audiences, in addition to their usefulness for composing 
stories about the past, means relics are particularly potent for the construction 
of history and thus, identity. Several authors have noted that places, especially 
archaeological sites, and archaeological artefacts, are often the focus, basis of, 
or suppository for, collective memory, myth, and/or identity (McClanahan, 
2006; McDowell, 2008; Urry, 1995; Wertsch, 1997). What meaning these relics 
hold is changeable; they are as contested and constructed as the other forms 
of historical information (McDowell, 2008, pp. 38–40; Tilley, 2006). While 
relics are tangible, they are silent. Relics do not hold meaning without 
someone to speak for them (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 243); who that speaker is and 
what that speaker says will change endlessly. 
 Relics can serve as cultural tools for the maintenance of identity, or the 
reinforcement of imagined communities (Wertsch, 1997, p. 8). Certain places 
have always been recognized as especially significant to a community for their 
identity (consider the role of either Jerusalem or Auschwitz). The significance 
given to relics and the possibility to ascribe different meanings to them, makes 
them a useful tool to support chosen historical narratives and national 
identities. The literature has primarily pointed to the use of relics for the 
inscription of identity as used to support the selected histories of nation-states 
via the meaning ascribed to memorials or museums (Ashworth, 1994, p. 14; 
McDowell, 2008, p. 43). 
Authorized Heritage Discourse and a Heritage From Below 
Confronted with a multiplicity of histories and inclined to select one that 
serves present needs, the narratives that are chosen from history are so often 
those that unite communities, justify present circumstances, and “keep the 
wolf of insignificance from the door” (Lowenthal, 1985, p. 198). When a state 
must plan a historical education curriculum, they inevitably create an official 
national history, which is then reinforced through state funded heritage 
programs like museums or memorials (Wertsch, 1997, p. 8).This establishes 
what Laurajane Smith has called the Authorized Heritage Discourse (AHD) 
(Smith, 2006, p. 29). When a state creates an AHD, it is with the specific 
intention (whether individual actors realize or not) to craft the community of 
the state’s inhabitants into a nation, whether “factual” history supports this 
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reality or not.7 This is done to create unity and loyalty amongst the people of 
the state; making a nation, and making the people loyal to that nation8 
(Wertsch, 1997, p. 8). 
 Authorized Heritage Discourses are fraught with problems. Heritage, 
the presentation of it and what qualifies as it, is most often determined by a 
societies dominate group (McDowell, 2008, p. 44). When certain histories are 
chosen as significant over alternatives, minorities and other stories (Other’s 
stories) are silenced and their memory repressed (McDowell, 2008, p. 45; 
Schmidt & Patterson, 1995, p. 4). Heritage and the AHD are embedded in 
power relations, and often the selected values of the AHD preserve the history 
of elites —the biggest, the most beautiful, these get remembered (Urry, 1995, 
pp. 56–57).9 Official histories and education frequently naturalize and 
universalize capitalism and historical uniqueness (Arenas, 1995).10 And when 
the AHD carries with it concepts of racism and colonialism, the discourse takes 
on essentializations and reinforces social boundaries (Vining, 2015, p. 239). 
Scholarship has primarily focussed attention on national and state level 
Authorized Heritage Discourse and its shortcomings, creating a very strong 
focus on investigating heritage from above. Heritage from below is discussed 
extremely rarely (Robertson, 2013, p. 56). When local actors speak to their 
own history, it raises the question of “who can do history” (Robertson, 2013, 
p. 59). Based on our previous conclusion that history is semi-fictional and 
constantly rewritten and reinterpreted, I would argue that not only can 
anyone do history, but everyone already does. When local histories disagree 
with the AHD, or refocus narratives of the past, then local heritage can be an 
act of resistance (Robertson, 2013, p. 57). 
Identity and the Past at Ingapirca 
Ingapirca, the largest Inca archaeological site in Ecuador, is an active and 
successful tourist destination. Furthermore, the site is operated by the local 
community of indigenous people known as Cañari. Ingapirca is an indigenous-
managed archaeological site with many tourists to whom the Cañari can relay 
a chosen message of their history and identity. In fact a local guide to interpret 
the site is mandatory and their services are included in admission to the site 
($6.00 for foreigners and $2.00 for nationals). This means that Ingapirca may 
                                                             
7 See the works of O. Hugo Benavides for several examples of the AHD in an Ecuadorian 
setting (Benavides, 2008, 2009a, 2009b, 2013). 
8 “In an anthropological spirit, then, I propose the following definition of the nation: it is an 
imagined political community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” 
(Anderson, 2006, pp. 5–7). 
9 Even the erosion of time conspires to preserve the past of elites; larger, stronger, relics 
remain. 
10 For example, see Wylie’s discussion of Mark Leone’s observations at Shakertown, where 
present forms of society are legitimized through the past (Wylie, 1985). 
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be an example of heritage from below. The interpreters at Ingapirca may be 
offering their own version of the past; one created locally, and if so, it is very 
likely that heritage discourse is in resistance to a national AHD. Of course it is 
also possible that the guides and locals at Ingapirca are presenting a discourse 
learned from national archaeologists and totally in line with the AHD. 
Academic literature currently has little to say on locally produced heritage 
discourses. Whether a heritage from below is being presented at Ingapirca as 
I suspect or not, information on local heritage discourse will fill a gap in the 
literature. 
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